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Student Response to the IT Handicap
Confronting Taboos within IT Discourses through Undergraduate Revue
Margaret Zeegers, University of Ballarat, Australia
Brad Beales, University of Ballarat, Australia
Abstract: This paper investigates undergraduates’ innovative reflection—as a scripted and performed comedy routine in
their School Revue—on their introduction as pre-service teachers (PSTs) to the discourses of Information Technologies
(ITs) in teaching in schools. It is a small case study that we present here, mindful of the lack of generalisability that this
presents, but we feel that it does lend itself to a close examination of a wide array of issues, experiences and outcomes in
this small group that wrote and implemented the sketch in the Revue. Given the primacy of the role of language in any
educational undertaking, it is perhaps not surprising that the focus of this sketch is on language, particularly as it is received
by students, in that group of novice IT for Education students. Our efforts have to some extent been informed by the case
study of student response to IT-based instruction conducted by Hara and Kling (2000) which, as they themselves point out,
in spite of being a small one, served to throw up issues for closer examination in the area of IT and education programs.
Keywords: Information Technology, Pedagogy
Introduction
THE SKETCH UNDER consideration, T heIT Handicap, is part of a larger engagementof student reflection as integral to independ-
ent professional positioning, but we do not
propose to argue the case for reflection here. We
have taken on board much of the discussion around
principles and practice of reflection as a constant
feature of education debate in relation to undergradu-
ate student programs (see for example Korthagen,
2001; Loughran, 1997; McIntyre & Hagger, 1993;
Risko, Vukelich & Roskos, 2002; Schön, 1987;
Zeegers & Smith, 2003; Zeegers, Russell and Smith,
2003), which we see as being derived largely from
the influence of the work of Dewey (1933).
At the outset the producer and director, Zeegers
and Beales respectively, workshopped notions of
satire, comedy, and farce as framing sketches to be
produced and performed, aiming for Pope’s (1933)
definition of true wit as ‘What oft was thought, but
ne’er so well expressed (cited in Abrams, 1993, p.
219). A number of excellent examples was created
and performed, and this paper explores just one of
these as particularly indicative of Education student
response to IT as it is taught and learned in a modern
university. We consider this to be particularly apt
given the Australian Council of Deans of Education
(ACDE) (2004) view of ITs embedded in its Propos-
ition 7: ‘Technology will become central to all
learning’ (italics in the original) and, what is more,
that it ‘should be…a message as well as a medium’
(p. 3).
Taking The IT Handicap as a manifestation of
student reflection indicates that students’ introduction
to ITs not been as straightforward as it might seem
as far as the ACDE (2004) proposition, or indeed as
the literature on ITs in education programs in general,
might suggest. Raising what they call ‘a taboo topic
in the discourse’ Hara and Kling (1999; 2002) ques-
tion the enthusiasm of the literature surrounding the
introduction of new students to IT-based forms of
delivery, questioning such literature which sees stu-
dents as ones who supposedly ‘form a critical pres-
sure point for challenging the dominant assumptions
and characteristics’ of traditional face-to-face univer-
sities (p. 2). Hara and Kling (1999) point out that the
research on the use of online education lacks discip-
lined scholarly articles as the practice is still too new
to have reached evaluation stage, with ‘only some
10% to 15%’ of published papers being research
studies (p. 4). This suggests that very little of implic-
ations of ITs in education, positive or otherwise, has
been addressed from any perspectives at all, let alone
from those of the students. What we have en-
countered in the sketch upon which this paper is
based has not just been a matter of students knowing
which buttons to use on the computer keyboard, but
dealing with very real anxieties about very personal
issues students have to confront. Some research, such
as that of Biner, Barone, Welsh, and Dean (1997)
‘offer[s] preliminary evidence of the heretofore-un-
tested contention that positive telecourse student at-
titudes will be predictive of relative academic per-
formance’ (p. 324), but this is only limited in scope
as to positive aspects of student attitudes. Alexan-
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der’s (1999) study has found that the claims of what
is to be achieved ‘is rarely matched by research or
evaluation evidence to substantiate the claims’ (p.
174). Until more research is completed, we simply
will not know just how valid the claims made for IT
applications in education are.
Pedagogy and ITs
Rutherford and Grana (1995) underline the dual
problems of academics and students in the possibil-
ities that ITs present: ‘Students may resist these new
methods, preferring that faculty give them the “right”
answers. Some faculties may resist because, never
having had instruction in how to teach, they teach
only as they themselves were taught’ (p. 1). Such
concerns as these draw attention to the role of ped-
agogy in IT-based teaching and learning models, for
pedagogy concerns the processes through which
knowledge is produced rather than the technology
by which it is accessed. The sorts of statements
contained within Proposition 7 (Australian Council
of Deans of Education, 2004) have their appeal, but
stating a proposition does not establish its veracity:
it needs substantive support. In our examination of
ITs in our revue sketch, we have focussed on ped-
agogy, with questions of how to teach becoming in-
separable from questions of what to teach and those
of how to learn. Lusted (1986) goes to some lengths
to argue this case in relation to a number of possible
models of teacher-learner interactions, which we
would argue includes IT-based interactions:
The concept of pedagogy gives substance to the
nature of the relations in these models. It refuses any
tendency to instrumentalise the relations, to discon-
nect their interactivity or to give value to one agency
over another. Hence, for instance, it denies notions
of the teacher as functionary…, the learner as an
empty vessel or passive respondent, knowledge as
immutable material to impart. Instead it foregrounds
exchange between and over the categories, it recog-
nises the productivity of the relations, and it renders
the parties within them as active, changing and
changeable agencies’ (p. 3).
It is in the transactions between teacher and
learner, then, and not just within the technologies
employed, that the transformations inherent in the
mediation of knowledge occur, ‘not as the matter
that is offered so much as the matter that is under-
stood (Lusted, 1986, p. 4). Deakin University, for
example, in 1999 began to use a new term in its stu-
dent-centred lexicon, evident in the Faculty of Busi-
ness and Law’s (1999) booklet to its summer
semester students: here its definition of IT-based
teaching and learning is ‘the use of computers and
the Internet to allow easy human-to-human commu-
nication, access to information and interaction with
online learning resources’ (p. 4). The ‘face-to-face’
concept has in this statement been replaced by the
‘human-to-human’ concept, a relationship that, while
mediated by a machine, is presented as a capability
beyond the limitations of technology in establishing
personal bases for interaction. This is a telling shift
within education discourses—the construction of the
phrase is similar to the face-to-face one—only the
word, ‘face’ has been changed, replaced by the word,
‘human’ (Zeegers, 2002, p. 337).
This is relatively new, this idea of engagement of
IT-based education programs by the autonomous
learner, what Noll (2002) refers to as ‘the Webtiza-
tion’ of university education (p. 35). As yet it fails
to take into account of what Chèné (1983) describes
as ‘the peculiar relationship of the learner and the
teacher’ and ways in which this relationship ‘neutral-
ises the responsibility of the latter’ (p. 43). Neither
does it yet recognise what has been coined ‘bad
computer experiences’ that generate trepidation in
students engaging online teaching and learning
(Jones, Scanlon, Tosungolu, Ross, Butcher, Murphy
& Greenberg, 1996). The IT Handicap sketch sug-
gests that difficulties that students encounter in this
manner are not to be underestimated, nor, we would
argue, consigned to areas of silence within education-
al discourses.
Undergraduates in Education at the University of
Ballarat have tackled this situation in their targeting
of their units in IT as part of their student revue, but
not just as to concepts and abstract strategies of
teaching in IT; the students explored the possibilities
ITs offered by subjecting them to the scrutiny that
comedy allows, and presenting their work to the rest
of the undergraduate cohort and their lecturers and
tutors. They have used the revue as a vehicle to ex-
plore the language areas of IT that have not been
explored as integral to teaching and learning in this
field. We do emphasise that this venturing of ours
was intended, and audience response suggests that
it was taken, as a witty piece designed to evoke, as
Abrams (1999) puts it ‘a laugh or a smile that is
without malice’ (p. 219).
We started with a general idea of how we could
represent what we had already experienced as areas
where students were uncomfortable with the IT they
were to engage. Beales came up with the idea of a
horse race call and the title. We liked the suggestive
possibilities of the ambiguity of the word ‘handicap’
as setting the scene for what was to follow. The script
then took on a life of its own: it was Spring Racing
season in Victoria at the time, and academics repres-
ented as largely detached from what happens on the
track itself could be personified in the roles of the
race callers. Thus, we had the opener, including the
names of the ‘horses’ and the blending of IT academ-
ics’ names virtually made for us:
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Caller 1: Welcome back to this afternoon’s
broadcast of the Ballarat RaceMeeting. Still to come
in just a fewmoments, the IT handicap. Maiden race
over 50 minutes. While the starters are making their
way into position, I’ll quickly go over the field. Now
there’s been a few late scratchings so our field only
comprises of four. Making his way into barrier
Number One is Haven’t Got a Clue. In Barrier Two
is I’m at a Loss. In Barrier Number Three is Com-
puter Illiterate and in Barrier Four is Mature Age
Dummy. It looks as though the Marshall has given
the thumbs up so I’ll hand you over to our race caller,
Fred John Russell.
The audience response showed us that we were
not being at all far-fetched in our conceptualisations
at this stage. They responded immediately to the
deliberate language plays. It ought to be noted that
the IT lecturers and tutors themselves were part of
this same audience, and their responses in particular
(as they were the subjects of this piece of satire) were
part of an appreciative amusement shared in general
with the bulk of the students present.We had touched
a responsive chord, and the stage was set for Fred
John Russell’s (played by Beales) call. The following
is to read in the fast, nasal, and artificially excited
tones of the race caller:
Fred John Russell: Lights are on. Gates open.
And they’re off. Starting Animation Shop, when you
log onto the network you should see an icon for PSP
on the desktop. Select J Drive as the working direct-
ory, Animation is a sister program to PaintShop Pro.
Select File JAS Software Products and launch Anim-
ation Shop. We will be using PSP to create each
frame of the animation. From PSP select File New
then change the background colour from transparent
to white, click on OK then select Paintbrush and
draw the first frame of your animation. Copy the first
frame to the clipboard then switch from PSP to JAS.
To do this use the Alt + tab, hold down the Alt key
on the keyboard and press the Tab key once. Then
release the Alt key. This should switch you from PSP
to JAS. Then select Paste as New Animation. Alt
and Tab back to PSP, add to the first frame in PSP
to create the second frame of the animation. Copy
the second frame to the clipboard, then Alt and Tab
back to JAS. Paste the new frame after the current
frame and change the zoom to 1:2. Maximise the
animation window then switch back to PSP using
Alt and Tab. Add to the second frame in PSP then
copy the frame to the clipboard. Switch back to
JASW using Alt and Tab paste after current frame
in JAS. Repeat this process until you have finished
building your animation. Don’t forget to save your
work as you go.
As visual reinforcement, we had the ‘horses’ on
computer lab chairs with wheels, with laptops
mounted in front of them, racing the ‘track’ around
the lectern, as computer screen illustrations flashed
in quick succession to accompany the spoken script.
At this point, audience response indicated that we
had made a salient point. We finished the sketch off
by making a fewmore salient points: that mature age
students have the greatest trouble, that the language
of the IT aficionado is different from the everyday
language of mere mortals, and that for most of in the
situation, a Fatal Error is more than a glitch in a
program as our work is lost.
Fred John Russell: Ooh that was close. It looks as
thoughMature Age Dummy has been beaten by a tab
by I’m at a Loss, closely followed byComputer Illit-
erate and unfortunately it looks as though Haven’t
Got a Clue has forgotten to save to J Drive, which
means he won’t be able to FTP his modified page to
the Public HTML Folder and as a result has per-
formed a Fatal Error and will have to be shot.
And we ‘shot’ the unfortunate horse to mark the
end of the sketch.
A major feature of the success of this sketch,
though, is that we took the script for the call itself
word-for-word from the book of notes produced for
the students to use in their IT classes, with the kind
permission of the producer of said notes, a lecturer
in IT for Education (Russell, 2003), and that we
changed not a single expression or sequence of in-
struction. The hilarity of audience response indicated
an essential ingredient of satiric comedy, deliberately
making ridiculous, as suggested by Abrams (1993),
the impossibilities of IT discourses as they manifest
in day-to-day implementation, and introducing the
element of farce with highly exaggerated and carica-
tured types of character in ludicrous situations (pp.
29-30). Tackling IT discourse taboos in a comedic
process in these ways, we have foregrounded lan-
guage use and usage by academics in IT studies, and
highlighted this same language as it may be received
by learners in IT studies, thus making visible the
problematic that is otherwise hidden inmore academ-
ic discourses in the field. The case that we have out-
lined here is only a small instance of student reflec-
tion on a small part of their own learning, but it is a
case that is most insistent in its targeting of language
used IT-based education. We as academics in may
do well to consider this in our design of IT-based
teaching and learning programs.
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